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Introduction: The AFS Messaging Map 
 
Our messaging map enables us to consistently communicate the ideas that support the AFS brand and our distinctive 
approach to relating to program participants, volunteers and their families.  
 
 
How to Use These Guidelines 
Everyone who communicates information about AFS—whether in e-mails, advertising, brochures, speeches, 
presentations, on the web or in any other format—should refer to the AFS Messaging Map for the key messages and their 
support points. Use these messages to prioritize information about AFS and to make it relevant to our core audiences. 
 
To be effective, our messages must be: 

 
Consistent 
We will build awareness of the AFS brand and promote a regularly delivered and unified set of messages that 
define what we stand for. 

 
Clear  
We will ensure that our target audiences understand our messages by avoiding complicated jargon and using 
simple, direct language. 

 
Compelling 
Powerful language and the use of concrete examples will motivate target audiences to action.  

 
Credible 
Our messages are supported by meaningful proof points that render them believable and relevant. 

 
The AFS Messaging Map guides content for communication and is not meant to be used as “pick-up copy.”  The proof 
points help illustrate your messages with support that is relevant to each audience. 
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The AFS Brand Platform 
 
The AFS Global Brand Platform defines who we are, what we stand for, and why volunteers, staff, participants, and 
supporting community and international agencies choose to work with AFS. It is comprised of three elements: First, our 
brand positioning succinctly describes what we do and how we do it differently.  Second, our brand promise expresses the 
emotional connections we establish with people. Third, our brand personality identifies the qualities that we want to 
convey when we interact with people. 
 

Our brand positioning 
Intercultural learning experiences supported by local volunteers that change people's lives and connect them to a 
worldwide community. 

 
Our brand promise 
AFS intercultural exchange and learning programs provide people with personal growth experiences that will 
continue throughout their lifetimes. Through the support of a trusted network of families, educators, volunteers, staff 
and students, AFS helps to build a global community based on intercultural connections that positively affect the 
world. 

 
Our brand personality 
Inspiring: Challenging, learning, discovering, transforming 
Supportive: Passionate, caring, understanding 
Trustworthy: Reliable, responsive, experienced 
Connecting: Sharing, familial, bonding 
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The Elevator Speech 
 
An elevator speech is a succinct overview of a product, service, or project. Use this explanation when speaking to people 
who need a quick definition of AFS. 
 

AFS is an international exchange organization for students and adults that operates in more than 50 
countries, and organizes and supports intercultural learning experiences. Founded by volunteer 
ambulance drivers following WWII and sustained to this day by an international cadre of 10s of thousands 
of volunteers, AFS has transformed the lives of millions of students, families and individuals. 

 
 
Our Key Messages 
 
We have identified seven key messages based on our brand platform that will differentiate us from other exchange 
organizations: 
 

1. We bring global cultures together through the connections between individual people. 
2. Volunteers are the heart and driving force of AFS. 
3. AFS Volunteers and Staff support participants, including host families and schools.  
4. Members of the AFS Network become part of a lifelong global community. 
5. All who participate in an AFS experience learn to know themselves better. 
6. Members of our global community are able to enhance their personal and professional growth through the AFS 

Network. 
7. AFS is a recognized leader in international exchange and intercultural learning. 
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Communicator’s Evaluation Checklist 
 
Before finalizing your communication, review it to make sure you can answer these questions affirmatively: 
 

❏ Does the overall message of the communication reflect our brand platform?  
 

❏ Have you used support points that make the communication content relevant to your target audience?  
 

❏ Does the tone of voice and language reflect our trustworthy, connecting, inspiring, and supportive attributes? 
 

❏ Is it respectful of local customs and culture? 
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Key message 01            

 
We bring global cultures together through the connections between individual people. 

Audience Participants Volunteers Host Families Sending 
Parents 

Schools Staff Donors 

 Participants are 
the conduits 
that connect 
everyone they 
interact with 
during their 
experience 
abroad, in their 
home country, 
and within AFS. 

Volunteers 
manage and 
facilitate 
intercultural 
experiences by 
employing their 
cultural 
knowledge of 
both the hosts’ 
and the 
participants’ 
cultures. 

By taking 
participants into 
their homes 
and families, 
host families 
are the primary 
ambassadors of 
their culture. 

Sending 
parents 
gain a new 
perspective on 
the world as 
they observe 
how the 
intercultural 
experience 
transforms their 
children. 

As a microcosm 
of the local 
culture, schools 
allow students 
to share, learn 
and reflect on 
their 
experiences.  

From following up 
on applications to 
training volunteers, 
staff provide the 
organizational 
support that 
enables 
intercultural 
exchanges. 

Donors provide the 
funding that allows 
participants from all 
socioeconomic 
backgrounds to 
participate in AFS’ 
intercultural programs, 
enabling connections 
across socioeconomic 
and cultural barriers. 

Proof points o Each AFSer 
interacts with 
up to hundreds 
of people in 
their local 
community 
through their 
extended host 
family, school 
and 
extracurricular 
activities  

o Lifelong 
relationships 
are built 
between the 
host family 
and AFSer 

o Appreciation of 
a new culture 
is often 
triggered by 
interaction 
between an 
AFSer and the 
local 
community. 

o AFS 
Volunteers 
develop and 
foster an 
environment 
that allows 
international 
exchanges 
occur at a 
logistical, 
visionary and 
human level. 

o Many 
volunteers are 
experienced 
host families 
or former 
participants, 
and thus have 
experience 
with other 
cultures. 

 

o The host 
family’s 
household is 
where the AFS 
Participant 
spends most 
of his/her time 
and where the 
AFSer 
interacts the 
most. 

o The Host 
Family is the 
primary 
facilitator of 
learning in the 
local culture.  

o As a Sending 
Parent, you 
will have an 
opportunity 
to get to 
know your 
child’s host 
family via 
skype, e-
mail, photo 
exchanges, 
and, possibly 
visits after 
your child 
has 
completed 
his or her 
exchange.  

o Schools, along 
with Host 
Families’ 
household, are 
the places 
where AFSers 
live the local 
culture. 

o Schools are 
the main 
arenas for 
meeting 
friends. 

o AFS 
participants 
can contribute 
to their 
school’s efforts 
to teach 
intercultural 
skills and 
knowledge to 
all students. 

o Staff across the 
AFS Network 
work together to 
ensure the 
highest quality 
experiences are 
afforded to all 
partici- pants.  

o Staff provide 
training, and 
individual 
support and 
guidance to AFS 
volunteers and 
parti-cipants. 
 

o A large part of all 
participants going 
abroad with AFS 
receive some form of 
scholarship 
assistance.   
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Key message 02           

 
Volunteers are the heart and driving force of AFS. 

Audience Participants Volunteers Host Families Sending 
parents 

Schools Staff Donors 

 AFS Volunteers 
are committed, 
local people 
who 
enthusiastically 
give their time 
and expertise 
to recruit, place 
and support 
participants 
throughout their 
entire 
experience. 

As a volunteer, 
you are the face 
of AFS and we 
greatly value 
your  
responsiveness, 
caring and 
passion. 

Volunteers, often 
the first point of 
contact at AFS, 
reassure host 
families by 
providing 
orientations, 
answering 
questions, 
sharing AFS’s 
expertise and 
providing 
support.   

Sending parents 
can be confident 
that their 
children are in 
the care of well-
trained, 
committed and 
experienced 
local volunteers. 

Volunteers, who are 
sometimes teachers 
themselves, are a 
valuable source of 
contact, information 
and support for 
schools. 

AFS staff focus 
on facilitating 
volunteers’ work, 
so they can, in 
turn, provide the 
best experience 
possible to all 
program 
participants. 

Donations can be 
invested in training 
programs for 
volunteers, giving 
them the tools they 
need to better 
provide the AFS 
experience 

 
Proof points 

o Many AFS 
Volunteers 
stay with the 
organization 
for many 
years 

o AFS 
Volunteers 
accept 
responsibility 
for preparing 
all participants 
through 
orientations 
before, during 
and after their 
Programs. 

o AFS Volunteers 
run most parts 
of our 
programs 

o Volunteers are 
the key to the 
organization as 
both the base 
and the 
leadership of 
AFS are 
volunteers. 

o Numbers speak 
for themselves: 
AFS is 
comprised of 
about 800 staff, 
almost 40 000 
volunteers 
worldwide. 

o All families are 
assigned a local 
support liaison. 

o Many 
volunteers are 
experienced 
Host Families 
or former 
participants, 
and thus have 
experience with 
other cultures 
and with the 
emoitional 
cycles of 
programs 
abroad. 

o Volunteers run 
local 
orientations, 
adapted to the 
local 
community. 

 

o All AFS 
Participants are 
assigned a 
local liaison. 

o AFS provides 
training to 
Volunteers 

o The in-home 
interview is 
conducted by 
local 
volunteers. 

o One of the roles of 
AFS Volunteers is 
to be present in the 
community to 
support student, 
school, and host 
families, and to help 
ensure that all 
involved have the 
best experience 
possible.  

o AFS Volunteers are 
able to support the 
participant, host 
family and school 
locally if any 
problems arise. 

o AFS Volunteers 
from the local 
community can visit 
the school and 
provide information 
about AFS 
exchanges. 

o AFS Staff give 
volunteers 
training and 
continous follow-
up 

o AFS Staff work 
under volunteer 
leadership at the 
Board level. 

o AFS Staff 
cannot be 
successful in 
their jobs without 
maintaining a 
successful 
volunteer-staff 
partnership. 
 

o Training enables 
AFS Volunteers to 
provide the quality 
support 
participants need–
a hallmark of AFS. 
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Key message 03            

 

AFS Volunteers and Staff support participants, including host families and schools.  
 

Audience Participants Volunteers Host 
Families 

Sending 
parents 

Schools Staff Donors 

 Between the 
staff and 
volunteers, in 
addition to the 
host families, 
participants 
always have a 
contact who 
understands 
the local 
cultural and can 
provide support 
and advice. 

Volunteers 
create a safe 
haven for 
students by 
being 
compassionate, 
understanding, 
and culturally 
sensitive.   

Host families 
can rely on 
volunteers and 
staff to assist 
them as they 
build a 
relationship 
with their 
student, 
creating a 
sense of 
security and 
trusting bonds.  

Sending 
parents can feel 
comfortable 
knowing their 
children have 
access to local 
contacts; host 
families are 
carefully 
screened. 

Schools can 
call on host 
families, staff or 
volunteers if 
there is a 
problem and 
will obtain 
compassionate, 
culturally 
sensitive 
assistance. 

An essential part of 
the local safety net, 
staff supports the 
volunteers and 
coordinate activities 
between the local 
chapter and the AFS 
office in the sending 
country. 

AFS is a grassroots 
organization that has 
become a leader in 
intercultural programs 
by cultivating a 
dedicated, 
responsive network 
of host families, staff 
and volunteers. 

Proof points o Each 
participant is 
assigned to 
a volunteer 
Host Family 
and a local 
liaison who 
provides 
support in 
response to 
that 
participant’s 
personal 
needs 

o Volunteers 
find an 
appropriate 
and 
welcoming 
host family, a 
support 
liaison, and 
provide 
interactive 
trainings 
throughout 
the year.  

o Many 
participants 
continue to 
be in 
communic-
ation with 
their host 
families long 
after their 
exchange 
eperience.  

o Host families 
are found 
and 
interviewed 
in their 
homes by 
AFS 
Volunteers in 
their own 
communities.  

o A volunteer 
liaison 
supports 
each 
participant/ 
host family 
/school. 

o A volunteer 
liaison is 
responsible 
to support 
each 
student’s 
host family 
and school 
experience. 

o Most AFS 
schools host 
every year 
and know 
the local 
AFS 
volunteer 
school 
contact. 

o AFS Staff can be 
reached 24/7 via a 
worldwide duty 
officer system. 

o AFS Staff become 
involved in all 
serious support 
cases. 

o Monthly liaison 
reports to staff 
provide 
information on 
participant 
adjustment and 
any problems a 
participant may be 
having.  

o Because of the 
number of 
volunteers who 
deliver AFS 
Programs locally, 
AFS is able to offer 
great value for 
donor dollars 
invested. 
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Key message 04            

 
Members of the AFS Network become part of a lifelong global community. 

Audience Participants Volunteers Host Families Sending 
parents 

Schools Staff Donors 

 From their first 
contact with AFS, 
participants 
experience an 
emotional bond 
and connection to 
other AFSers that 
lasts throughout 
their lives.  

Finding 
rewarding 
connections 
through AFS, 
our volunteers 
remain 
passionate 
about our 
programs and 
remain 
associated with 
AFS, often for 
decades.  
 
 

Forever bonded as 
a family, host 
families and AFS 
Participants forge a 
connection that 
spans time and 
distance. 

Becoming part of 
the AFS network 
helps sending 
parents better 
understand the 
transforming 
experience in 
which their child 
has participated. 

Being part of 
the AFS 
network will 
forever enrich 
your students’ 
lives and their 
understanding 
of the world.  

Working for AFS 
is more than a 
job; it’s a lifelong 
membership in a 
supportive 
network with a 
unique 
understanding of 
the global 
community. 

Donors can be 
proud that they 
are part of a 
network that 
spans the 
globe and lasts 
a lifetime. 

Proof points o AFS Participants 
often meet other 
AFSers already 
during the 
application 
process through 
local events and 
orientations. 

o AFS Participants 
share common 
experiences that 
bond them. 

o Participants 
often make as 
many friends 
from other 
countries around 
the world, as 
they do friends 
from their host 
countries. 

o There are many 
opportunities for 
participants to 

o Many AFS 
Volunteers 
remain in 
contact with 
the 
participants 
whom they 
have hosted 
in their 
communities 
for many 
years. 

o AFS 
Volunteers 
typically 
make new 
friends 
through AFS 
and may visit 
AFS 
Volunteers in 
other 
countries 
within the 

o Many sending 
families get to 
know their 
participant’s host 
family and, often, 
additional family 
members may 
travel to meet 
one another in 
person. 

o It is not 
uncommon that 
participants 
remain in touch 
with their host 
families for many 
years, sometimes 
a throughout their 
lifetimes. 

o There are roles 
for sending 
parents as 
Volunteers, 
liaisons, and 
supporters of 
AFS.  

o Through 
orientations and 
contact while 
their child is on 
program, 
Sending 
Parents can 
become an 
important part of 
the exchange 
experience, and 
can provide 
important 
support to their 
participant when 
he or she 
returns home. 

o Hosted AFS 
participants 
and students 
who  have 
returned 
from 
experiences 
abroad, can 
both 
contribute 
substantial-
ly to the 
curriculum, 
social envi-
ronment, 
and school 
community. 

o AFS Staff 
also can 
remain a part 
of the AFS 
worldwide 
network for as 
long as they 
wish. 

o Career and 
study op-
portunities, as 
well as 
volunteer 
opportunities 
abroad are 
shared 
through the 
AFS inter-
national 
network. 

o Even those 
who cannot 
stay 
connected 
by becoming 
an AFS 
Volunteer or 
host family, 
can continue 
to support 
AFS. 

o Donors and 
supporters 
are 
important 
members of 
the AFS 
international 
network. 
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continue to be 
involved as 
Volunteers, 
liaisons, and 
supporters of 
AFS. 

o When an AFS 
participant 
meets another 
AFSer, there is a 
natural ease and 
affinity between 
them.  

o Both in their 
home and 
school 
communities and 
through online 
social networks, 
they can 
continue to be 
part of the AFS 
worldwide 
community. 

AFS 
Network. 

o When they 
travel, AFS 
Volunteers 
often visit the 
families of 
participants 
they have 
hosted.   
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Key message 05           

 
All who participate in an AFS experience learn to know themselves better. 

Audience Participants Volunteers Host 
Families 

Sending 
parents 

Schools Staff Donors 

 By experiencing a 
new culture as an 
outsider, 
participants also 
learn to look at 
themselves and 
their home culture 
with expanded 
perspectives. 

Volunteers 
understand how 
the AFS 
experience 
transforms 
participants. 
This prepares 
them to better 
understand and 
reflect on what 
participants are 
experiencing.  

Welcoming 
someone from 
another culture 
into their family 
allows host 
families to 
understand how 
their own 
culture.  

Sending 
parents view of 
the world will 
change as they 
see their child’s 
personal growth 
and hear about 
their 
experiences.  

As families and 
students learn 
more about their 
culture and 
themselves, their 
maturity and 
understanding will 
have a positive 
influence on other 
students and 
families. 

Staff provides the 
training and 
support to 
volunteers, so 
they can help 
families and 
participants 
navigate through 
this experience of 
self-discovery. 

Making sure AFS 
programs are not 
just for the rich, 
donors make it 
possible for all 
types of 
participants to 
take advantage 
of the personal 
growth and self-
discovery that 
intercultural 
experiences 
offer. 

Proof points o AFS Participants 
learn to be more 
self-reliant and to 
better understand 
their own 
capabilities. 
 

o Everyone 
involved in 
an AFS 
exchange 
experience 
sees their 
world 
through new 
eyes, and 
thus sees 
the familiar 
in a new 
light. 

o Host families 
are often 
surprised by 
how much 
they learn 
about their 
own cultures 
and 
commun-
ities by 
hosting a 
participant 
from abroad. 

o Sending 
parents are 
often in 
communicati
on with their 
partici-pant’s 
host families 
and thus 
develop their 
own 
intercultural 
relationships 
and 
learnings.  

o Schools 
struggling with 
tensions among 
diverse 
domestic  
groups, can use 
dialogue and 
experience with 
an internation-al 
visitor to help 
students learn 
in a more 
objective  way. 

o Staff pay a 
crucial role in 
the preparation 
and support of 
both 
participants 
and 
volunteers, as 
exchange 
participants 
mature and 
develop 
through their 
experiences. 

o Donors can 
feel proud of 
the fact that 
they are 
supporting the 
personal 
growth and 
international 
interest of AFS 
Participants—
the beginning 
of a journey of 
a lifetime. 
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Key message 06            

 

Members of our global community are able to enhance their personal and professional growth 
through the AFS Network. 

Audience Participants Volunteers Host 
Families 

Sending 
parents 

Schools Staff Donors 

 Colleges and 
potential employers 
understand the 
global savvy and 
personal 
confidence that 
candidates gain 
from the AFS 
experience. 

Volunteers value 
the AFS Network 
because it puts 
them in touch with 
others who are 
equally 
passionate about 
discovering and 
working with 
different cultures.  

Host families 
will experience 
personal growth 
as they see the 
world differently 
when an 
international 
student brings 
new ideas, new 
customs and a 
new 
perspective into 
their home.  
 

AFS gives 
students a 
competitive 
advantage with 
prospective 
colleges and 
employers and 
access to a 
network of other 
people who 
share their 
passion for 
discovering 
different 
cultures.  

Intercultural 
students bring 
new ideas, 
customs and 
attitudes, 
creating an 
opportunity to 
enrich 
educational 
experiences for 
other students 
and teachers. 

A position at AFS 
will help you 
throughout your 
career, by 
enhancing your 
exposure and 
experience 
working in an 
international 
nonprofit. 

Donors have the 
opportunity to 
network with 
other AFSers who 
share their belief 
in the value of 
intercultural 
experiences and 
passion for 
connecting with 
and learning from 
others. 
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Proof points o In surveys 
completed by 
AFS-USA, Many 
colleges and 
universities 
around the world 
reported offering 
scholarships and 
preferential 
admissions 
consideration to 
AFS Returnees. 
 

o AFS 
Volunteers 
enjoy both 
frequent 
trainings and 
opportunities to 
interact with 
AFS 
Volunteers 
from sbroad. 

o There are 
many volunteer 
roles and 
assignments 
within AFS, 
allowing 
Volunteers to 
develop their 
interests and 
gain 
experience in 
areas in which 
they may be 
able to find 
employment. 

o The 
connections 
made 
between 
sending and 
hosting 
families are 
often deep 
bonds that 
can last a 
lifetime.    

o These 
international 
connections 
can make it 
possible for 
young 
people to 
take 
advantage of 
opportunities 
both at home 
and abroad. 

o Many AFS 
Returnees 
report that 
adding their 
AFS 
experience to 
their 
applications 
and resumes 
has opened 
doors for 
them. 

o For example, 
there are 
hundreds of 
colleges in the 
USA alone 
that report 
giving 
preferential 
consideration 
to returned 
high school 
exchange 
students. 

o Many adults 
still remember 
the exchange 
student who 
was in their 
high school 
class. 

o Interactions 
with exchange 
students can 
lead to 
students 
developing 
new 
perspectives 
on 
international 
events. 

 

o Working at 
AFS anywhere 
around the 
world provides 
the opportunity 
for many rich 
international 
relationships.  
 

o Some AFS 
Partners 
provide 
opportunities 
for donors to 
become 
involved in 
selecting 
scholarship 
winners or to 
assist at events 
for hosted 
students and 
students going 
abroad.   
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Key message 07           

 
AFS is a recognized leader in international exchange and intercultural learning. 

Audience Participants Volunteers Host Families Sending 
parents 

Schools Staff Donors 

 AFS has more 
than 65 years 
of experience 
and more than 
400,000 
alumni, who 
can attest to 
the fact that the 
program is 
well- 
established and 
well-run. 

AFS has an 
expansive, 
well-
established 
volunteer 
program that 
provides the 
skills, 
knowledge 
and training 
volunteers 
need to 
succeed. 

Supported by 
30,000 volunteers 
and more than 65 
years of experience, 
AFS provides host 
families with the 
tools and support 
they need to have a 
positive intercultural 
experience. 

Sending parents 
can feel secure 
knowing AFS is 
the leader in 
international high 
school exchange, 
with more than 65 
years of 
experience and 
more than 30,000 
volunteers whose 
main focus is to 
ensure a positive 
experience for 
participants. 

Schools will benefit 
from AFS’s 
experience and 
expertise when 
working with 
students to help 
them adjust to the 
new school and 
culture. 

Staff can be 
proud of the 
experience 
they gain 
working with 
the leading 
international 
student 
exchange 
program and 
know their 
association 
with AFS will 
help them 
develop in 
their careers. 

Donors can be 
proud of their 
support of AFS as 
the organization 
continues to build a 
track record of 
successful 
innovation in 
international 
exchange and 
intercultural 
learning. 

Proof points o AFS has had 
an 
unparalleled 
reputation in 
international 
high school 
exchange for 
more than 
half a 
century. 

o AFS is 
known for 
the quality of 
its programs 
and the 
strength of 
the support 
provided by 
local 
volunteers. 

o Volunteers 
are trusted 
to deliver 
the AFS 
programs 
locally and 
to care for 
all program 
participants
—this is 
possible 
because of 
the 
excellent 
training and 
staff 
support 
provided to 
AFS 
Volunteers 
around the 
world. 

o AFS selects host 
families who are 
very likley to enjoy 
the hosting 
experience and 
who will be 
successful at 
hosting. 

o In addition, AFS 
staff and 
Volunteers 
provide 
orientations, 
training, and 
support to each 
family on an 
ongoing basis. 

o An individual 
support liaison is 
assigned to each 
participant/host 
family/school 
combination.  

o Well-trained and 
suppported AFS 
Volunteeres 
support 
students in local 
communities 
around the 
world, caring for 
them as though 
the participant 
were their own 
children. 

o The quality of 
AFS support 
training and 
services are 
legendary within 
the exchange 
industry. 

o AFS local Support 
Liaisons are 
respon-sible to 
ensure that the 
school experience 
is going well for 
both student and 
school community. 

o Over the years, 
much material has 
been developed 
by AFS on how 
schools can be 
intergrate 
exchange 
students and help 
to ensure that 
many students in 
the school are 
learning from the 
exchange. 

o Many 
former staff 
go on to 
positions of 
increased 
responsibilit
y both 
within and 
outside of 
the 
exchange 
field. 
 

o Sponsoring an 
active research 
facility during the 
1980s, AFS was 
one of the 
incubators of the 
field of 
Intercultural 
Communications. 

o Today, donors 
contribute to AFS 
with pride, 
confident that 
AFS will provide 
the best possible 
exchange 
experience for all 
participants. 
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